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ABSTRACT

Thematization, the relative frequency of a discourse
referent, and topicalizaticn are conceptualized as related discourse
functions. In a probe recall experiment, a word with a thematized
referent was a better recall\probe than a word with a nonthematized
referent. Also, an agent noun was a better prompt than a recipient,
and this semantic variable interacted with topicalization so that a
senantxc,tecxplent was a better ‘prompt when it was topic tha§.uhen it
‘'was comment. In a second experiment, subject; choice betwee
semantically eguivalént activé and passive sentences was influenced
by thematization. Thematized nouns were chosen as topics more often
than nonthematized nouns, and nouns’used. asjparagraph titles vere

" chosen as topics. slightly more than non-title ncuns. It is suggested

that twin discourse functions are served by thematization and
topicalization, the former providing stable referential focus and the

. latter ptoviding-ngnentary referential focus. (Author)
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Abstract -

\
Thematization, the relative, irequ_x_:cy of a discourse referent, and topicali-
zation are conceptualized as related discourse functions. In a probe recall
experiment, a word with a thematized teietent was a better recall probe
than a word with a nonthematized referent. Also, an agent noun was a bet-
ter prompt than a recipient, and this semantic variable interacted with
topicalization such that a semantic recipient was 2 better prompt when it
was topic than when it was comment. I.nha secopd experiment, lubjo;tl'
choice between semantically equivalent active and passive sentences was
influenced by thematization. Thematized nouns were chosen as topics more
often than nonthematized nouns, and not;nn used as paragraph titles were -
chosen as topics slightly more than'non-title nouns. It is suggested that
twin discourse functions aré served by thematization and topicalization,

"the former providing stable referential focus and the latter providing mo-

mentary teietonjial focus.! 1‘;
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DISCOURSE PUNGTIONS OF
THEMATIZATION AND TOPICALIZATION

- . Charles A. Perfetti and Supan R. Goldman
Learning Research anthevelopment\ Center -

University of Pittsburgh
5]

The purpose of the present paper is to suggest a way of conceptualiz-
ing certain discourse varuble- angnxpeir relation-hip. sentence variables.

In particular, thematuatlon and topicalisation will be conceptualizod as °

related discourse functions that influence sentence processes.

Thematixation, in generaf tornﬁ, refers to the construction of a

~  referential "themo" in the course of processing connected discourse. 'A_
writer or -peakor has a number of linguistic and nonlmguutic devices at
his or her disposal for thematization, and the reader or listenér constructs
a para.llel thematixed representation during normal comproh;nlion. From
the comprehender's point of view, the primary function of thematization is
to provide a referential core around which propplitionil information con-

3 cerning the referent is organized. Thématisatiop thus should affect mem-

A ory for\ propositional information, and,. in fact, if does determine the effec- .

tiveness\of a noun as a probe for sentence memory (Perfetti & Goldman,

1974). Ot course, this account is very general, and a more precise under-

standing -of the component procoue; of thematization is needed at some
point.

. ?or the momgpnt, we havo taken thematisation to be measurable by
the rolativo froquoncy of proponitionu that contain a noun phrase identified
by the rc{oront (Perfetti & Goldman, ‘sl 974). For example, a discourse that

can be analysed ,into, say, 100 componen!: prop-(;litmnl is heavily thematized

9. '
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if a particular referent identifies noun phrases that vccur in 70 of these
propo-iéionl. A discourse that is relatively unthematized would have a
-more rectmgular dutrtbu’ion of referents in its component propositions.
Thus, thematizahon coanptuah:ed in this way can be seen to have two
properties. Fu'lt, a gwkn discourse can be identified as thematizing X -
.. rather than XY by oblervmg the relative frequency of propusitions containing
X compared with ¥, Secdndly, a discourse can be characterized as highly

. . thematized or weakly thematized by the distribution of referents in ite propo-
- sitional structure. It is this first characteristic of thematization that is

under consideration here, - '

The lecon:l discourse variable of interest is topicalization, by which
mean the linguistic device of ordering referential elements in a sentence.
Jt has 1 en useful grammatically to distinguish between the topic and
comment of a sentence (Hockett, 1958). The distinction has been made N
ling\;iitically on various grounds, and Halliday's (1970) apstysis of complex
subject i\.{nctiom is especially insightful plycfwlogically. ‘However, Halli-
day's concept of "theme' may not be the most appropriate for a referential
’view of subject functions, since it includes any linguistic contentive placed -”
at the beginning of aAlentence, including adverbs such as suddenly as in

Suddenly, the rope gave'wair.u Since thematizing such nonreferential ideas

as suddenly seems a remote possibility in normal discourse, it is the con-
cept of grtmmaticf}l subject {Halliday's "modal subject"”) that we identify
with the notion oiﬁggi_e_ While there are complexities invalved in various -
distinctions comerned with other related sentence varublel, imluding
Halliday's given and new distinction and Chafe's (1972) foregruundmg con-
cept,’ these.complexities arise because information prior to the sentence

is col\)lidcred. Fot present purposes, the simplifying concept of topic

and comment, as d?u ribed by Hockatt (1958; see also Lyons, 1969), is

preierable because the related distinctions can then be considered as




E

discourse variables that predict topicdlization, that is, which element will

|
occur first in the sentence. Thematization is hypothesized to be a signifi-

cant variable in this respect.

The studies to be ‘reported ldgge-t preliminary evidence for parallel
functions of thematization and topicalisation in the recall of sehtence infor-

mation and for thé effect of thematisation on topical’ization; Thematization

was defined, in the manner described above, as the relative frequency of

propoaiuom containing an explicit or implicit realization of a given referent.

Topicaliiati:m was operationally defined b} which of two nouns occurred as
the initial nosn (grammatical subject) of the final sentence of a passage.
With respect to topicalisation, the exclusive means for manipulating this

variable to control for semantic content of the sentence was passivisation.

On the one hand, passivization is just one device for topic control,
and generalisations concerning topicalisation will eventually require exami-
nation of other devices (e.g., cleft sentences). On the other hand, we

already know a good deal ;bout the psychological properties of passivisation

(e. g. . Johnson- Laird, 1968; Olson & Filby, l?’lZ:»Tannenbaum & Williams,
' 1968; Wright, 1869). The converging conclusion from this research is that

for both the encoder and the decoder, the role of the passive is to focus
attention on the recipient of some acuo'n. Olson and Filby'(1972) showed
that the prior coding of a perceptual event in terms of the receiver of an
action facilitated the processing of a passive sentence uf which the receiver

was the Tirst noun (topicalized). In a -eme.p we até€ investigating the lin-

guistic parallel to Olson and Filby's {(1972) perceptual coding. Here, themat-

ization is a mechanism for influencing the coding of a narrative event prior

to a sentence which coucludes the narrative.

The first experiment tested the hypotheses that prombted recall of

* that final sentence would depend upon which noun promipt is theruatized and

that the effect on Fecall of topicalization lactive vs. passive) of the final

) -
v (
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sentence would depend upon thematization. Thus, thematizatién was e:i:;pected
to be a potent variable regardless of the forrh of the final sentence, while
topicalization was expected to be effective for the recall of meaning only in
interaction with gl;ematizatxon. Because thematization is hypothesized to

g ; 3
.increase the importance of an element as a memory probe, a thematized
. + -

semantic agent ® a good prompt regardless of whether it is topi-
calized. Howeper, since the function of passivization {s to mark the recipi-
ent as topic. tgpicalization of a thematized recipient should enhfince its .

| effectiveness :-_: recall prompt. The aim of the second-and third studies

| was to test the hypothesis that preference tfor passive sentences depends

dpon which of two nouns is thematized in the previous part of the passage. i

. *

"; ” | Experiment | .
VExperxment 1 inve-tigatae the promp}ed recall of a sentence that
éohc}uded a brief narrative passage. The noun prompt for sentence rof?'ll
assumed one of two possible values in each case. The noun prompt wu-
thematized or (relatively) nom‘hemau.zed. topic or ¢onuhent, .a.nd agent or
recipient. The topic-comment variable was realized by whether the sen-

tence was active or passive,

Method , | :

e“ M

Desigh. The original experimental design involved a {:4 factorial
design with repeated mieasures on two factors. Two between-subject
factors were thematization and retention interval, whil": somiantic role
(i.e.. whether a noun prompt was an agent or a recipient) and topicaliza-
tion (i. e.. whether the noun was topic or comment) were varied within lu"a»—»
jects. For one group of 64 subjects, the retention interval was nicasured
to just after reading all passages (an average retention interval of arquxj
15 minutes) and, for a second group of H4 iub‘jéél’i. to sapproxumnately 44

hours after reading. Within each retention interval, 32 -Tib,\ectl received

ERIC p | S
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prompts that were exclusively thematised and 32 subjects wete prompted
exclusively with nonthematised prompts. Thus, there were 32 subjects in
each of ‘the four conditions (128 total).

. The thematization variable wtl defined as which of two nouns from

the test sentence, e.g., The udminl captured the bandit, had its seferent

more frequently involved in the preceding part of the narrative passages.
For the 16 passages used in the experimaent, the thematized noun occurred
in an ave rage of 11.3 propositions while the nonthematized nouns occurred
in an average of .4. 9 propositions. '}‘hh count includes occurrence of the
nou}\ itself, proper names, synonyms, pronouns, and grammatically
deleted nouns which have the same referent. The number of times fho

two nouns explicitly occurred in{ho preceding passage was actually: about

equal on the average (about two times foI each noun).
»

The within-subject variablcj of topicalization and semantic role
ware varied by choosing active sentences to conclude half the paragraphs
and passive sentences for the other half. Thus for each subject, eight
test sentences appeared as actives and eight as passives. "Within each of
the eight types, every .ubﬁ;ct was prompted four times with the first
noun and four times with the second noun. In this way, sach subject way

prompted by four agent-topics, four recipient-topics, four agent-comments,

and four recipient-comments.

The structure of the experiment can be seen in Table 1, which
presents an example of an experimental passage. Note that the sentence,

The admiral captured the bandit concluded two different passages, and

that the two passages described the very same event, and indeed began
with an identical opening sentence. They varied only in that one narrative
contained more propositions about the admiral (thematizing admiral) while

the other contained more about the bandit (thematizing bandit),

Ze 2

-
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Table 1

v

Exampls of Expsrimentsl Passage

K .

Wilhin;tho Stats Department the embassy
in the Reapublic of Costa Rica has long been con.

Within the Stets Department the smbassy
in the Republic of Costs Rica has long been con-

sidsred the most uneventful post in the foraign -
servics. Masely has anything occusred thers to
disturb the diptomats’ routine

Until isst night. Admiral Thomas J_ Fuster.
the U S. milifary sttache. would have egreed with
this dexcription of diplomacy in Costa Rica. Admirsl
Foster. o veteran of two wars and a former comman
der of the Pacitic Fiwet was asigned t0 the embassy
there Over two years ago. Working late in hig office
last night, Foster heartd gitrange noise down the
hall. Upon investigeting, he discovered the famous
bendit. €l Gato, trying to open the embessy safs
The sdmiral captured the bandit (or The bandit
wes Captured by the admiral.)

sidered ths most uneventful post in the foreign
service Raraly has anything occurred there to
disturb the diplomats’ routine

* Last night, howsver_ such s disturbance
took pisce A bandit known as E) Gato broke
into the Amarican Embassy  For the fast five
years E) Gato hes been robbing banks and the
homes of the wesithy sristocracy. scquining 8
Hobin Hood image among the populace He
has escaped from jail n‘umc'mus times Once
ingiete the smhaesy gt night_ B! Gato was sur
prised by the U S military aiucho. Admirsl
Thomas J Foster, who was working late in Kiis
office  The admiral captured the bandn,’wf
The barxfit was captured by the sdmiral }

The passayes were taken from those used in Perfetti and Goldman

(1974), ‘They were modified saly by making changes, where necessary,

-

in order that the sentence just before the target sentence contained one

. t
10
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reference to each of the two nouns of the thrget sentence. This was stylis-
< tically necessary so that either an activg/or a passive coul clude the
passage. Overall, the passages averaged about 11.5

of type (range 9-14). Eight passage orders-were sed to control list\eff,

~—,

Test sentences. The sentences to be recalled were the final sen-
-«

' ter}ceu of the narrative pissage. All test sentences contained transitive

verbs u:d two nouns that were controlled for printed frequency and were

high in imagory and concreteness. Each sentence permitted passivization.

" noun from the\sentence and the ordering of the noun prompts corresponded

to the order of'the 16 passages read by the subject.

Subjects ant.grocedure. The 128 subjects were largelybunder-

" graduates of the Unfwrlity of Pittsburgh, with a few being college-age

employees of the Learning Research and Development Center.

.-~ Subjects read the pauago,“ig lm.all groups at their own pace. Sub-
jects were told to ‘‘read each passage for mtahing ;nd\‘underltan.ding" and
informed of a later t;lt concerning the passages but not the nature of the
.test. To assure an approprut. levol of compnhonuion. subjects made a

* judgmont of which maguino or newspaper would be a likely source for

such a passage. Imm.dutely after reading the passages, subjects filled
out a que ltionﬂairo conce¢ning what magazines they read. In the immediate
to-t condttion.‘ .‘Ch subject was then given the test booklet upon indicating
that he had comploted the questignnaire. In the 48-hour condition, subjects
left after the queltionnaire and returned two days later for the recall test.
Upoh receiving®he test booklet, subjects read the instructions on the cover

which asked him to recail the underlined sentence which contained the word

7
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on the page of the test booklet. He was told to try to produce as much of
the meaning as possible if he could not recall the exac; words. Each sub-

e ject proceeded at.his own pace within an overall time limf‘t of Byminutes

.

and was permitted to go. through the test bueklet once onl‘gy in the prescribed

order. : » ! <.

e ’ i CoA
N * \‘\ .
Results and Discussion ' R

The result- of the experiment are based upgn l;ltlylel uf recall .
categories urdex‘ed according to the extent to which a re-pun.e contained
the mformaﬁon of the target sentence. Most of the resulu repon‘l here
are based on regnll- which prelerved the meaning of the target sentence

. either as a verbatim reproductian of the sentence or &8 a meaning pre-
serving paraphrase. A response wa.l classified a.- verbatim {f it con-
tainefl the exact words in the salje surface order of the target sentence.
Deleted articles and changes in t¢nse or number which did not distort the

N meaning of the original sentence yere ignored. A response was classified
as a meaning-preserving paraphrase if the surface ot;ior did npt agree

with the target and if . synonyms were substituted for the exact words. For

I example: ' i
«; . . Target: The bandit was cpptgjrod by the admiral.
.
*
\E N Verbatim: Bandit was captured by admiral.
T "

Meaning Preserving: Admiral captured bandit. (Recoding)

Meaning Preserving: Outlaw was captured by the adx’ﬂtg@}.'
(Recipient noun substitute)

Meaning Preserving: Bandit captured by Foster. (Agent noun
substitute)

Intesgudge reliability for the use of the mumngsprclérving category was
. i

’

better than 98%.

L]




s : )
For the 48-hour condition, retention was very low. Only about 12% of ’
Vrecall opportumtten produced a response that prederved the meaning of the
sentence, 25% of which were verbatim. There were no significant effects
on recall of 3ny of the expertmental variables. Accordingly, detailed re-
sults here are reported only for the immediate retention interval in whtch
the average elapsed time between reading a given pas sdge and recalling the

final sentence from that passage was 15 minutes.

JImmediate rccail. The average meuﬁng-preeervin( recall in the im- *

mediate condition was 41%, about one-third of which were verbatim This
is 'lover than the 60‘/. récall observed with the same materi;lc in an earlier
experi.ment which uled lists of 12 passages rather than 16 (Perfetti & Gold~

man, 1974). ’

a
Table 2 shows the pattern of meaning -preserving recalls for the imme-
diate condition. The data are presented with refefence to the example of the.
admirﬂ .and the bandit, but it should be emphasized that the data are the pro~

portions of meaning-preserving recalls averaged over all 16 sentences.

N The,most important results shown in Table 2 are the iollewing, each

of which was tested by an analysis of variance for repeated measures:

1. The agent-deep subject of a sentence was a better prompt than the
reeﬁuent -deep obJect, F(1,62)=8.24, p < .0l. Interms of the eiample,
admiral was overall a better prompt thin bandit. In addition, althou;h this

is not shown in Table 2, there was a significant all-or none difference be -’

tween agentiend recipient. Recipient promptl produced more response

4 attempte but fewer meaning- prelervmg relpoplel.

2. A noun was a better prompt when it/had been thematized than when
it had not been thematized, P(1,62) = 4,34, p|< ,05). When the passage had
more propositions about the admiral, the word admiral was a better prompt
than bandit, regardless of the form of the j‘entence, similarly, band1t was 2

better prompt when it had been. thematized than when it had not.

-
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. ¥ Tabte 2 g -
. . * Observed Probabilities of Meaning:Préterving Recall Y
. Theme ]
. Agent Theme: Recipient Theme: - .
s ) Admis /S Bandit , Masns
r ﬁopic: Admiral} ° / 4
& ’
Target ~ * The admiral captured the bandit. ’ {.30)
- - ‘
- Agent Prompt  ° 50, Admira) 3t (.44)
. - *»
Recipient Prompt ¢ 27 Bandit .39 .33 ., .
. ’ . (Topic: Badit)
. » ) -
Torgat . v The bandit was captured by the admjral (44)
Agent Prompt 50 Admirst - 42 . (46)
Recipient Prompt \ 36 Bandit - & A (42)
o] PR3 Y
Admiraf Theme 4 Biridit Theme 42
"
Thematized Prompt’ .o Nonthematized Prompt .36 (p < .06)
Agent Prompt (Admiral) 45 . Recipient Prompt (Bandlftl 138 (p < 01)
- B .
Yopic Prompt . 43 Comment Prompit- 40
' .
. . . .

3. Whether the prompt s the first nounrlin the sentence (topic) or
the second nbun in the sehtence mment) did not make a significant dif-
ference; oyerall, 7(1,62)=1.77, \alth&ugh there was a slightly higher aver-
age for the toi;ic position (.43_0 vs. .395) . \

4. There was an inter;ction between the surface structure variablé¢

and the semantic variable that approached statistical significance. While it

- .
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" mattered not at all whether tlhe agent prompt ;Vll in the first or second
‘pOlition,\ the recipient was a much better prompt when it was first in the .
sentence than when it was second. For the e;ﬁingl:/;‘ bandit was a better
prompt irr a passive sentence where it 'was ‘the ‘top‘ic‘ than in an active sen-
tence wher.e it was the comment. While this interaction does not re;ch )
conventional levels of ltati;tical significance, F{1,62) = 3.77, p =. 056,
it is tiuite significant com:eptually~ and consgistent thb results from dif-

"\, ferent experimental tasks which show that placing the “ae.ep object in the

3

\ fu'lt,poutlon prowdel it with a lpecul focus (Olson & Filby, 1972).

! To summarize what happened in an 1mmedute recall test when sub-

“ jects were given a noun prompt and requu'ed to .recall a sentence from a (
L 'pauage’ Recall was about 30% better when the prompt had been thematized-
_.in the passage prece‘ding th.e sentence: Whgn the agent was thematized.c’i_t\.

was more than 55% better than the recipient as a prompt. When the.recip-

ient was the theine, it was only a slightly better prompt than th¢ agen
* When the recipient was the topic--i.e., when the sentence was [passive--its
prompting power was enhanced by about 30%. Topicalization did not, how-

ever, effect the pro;nptiﬁg'power of the agent.

One additional point concerning the surface structure variable was

significant. When lentehen which were reproduced verbatim are lepa?
rated from accurate paraphraiel, ther.e is a large effect of wurface l.truc-
ture, F(1,62) =20.02, P <.001l. When the first noun was the prompt, a

verbatim recall w3s nearly 'twice as probable as when the second noun wa

the prompt (.)lﬁ‘vm . 095). This reflects a tendency to produce at recall
a sentence with the pron‘-xpg word as the subject and replicatel a similar

finding by Perfetti & Tucker#{1973). ‘\S{miiurly. active sentences were al o,

twice as likely-as passives to be reca.lled verbatim.

Regoding.‘ A result that’bears on the relation between thematizatjon
j ‘ Ther
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- - was for our subjects the usual tendency \(o produce in the active voice a
lhnien;e that had been read in the paui&e voice. For meaning-preserving

\q“ ~ -responses, such recoding oc;urred about 85% of the time in the immediate

Bt condition (:‘;’out 15 minutes) and about 92% of the time after 48 hours. A

| summary orf‘the recodiﬁg data is seen in Table 3. *

§ g
R « '4’.“03 2

Passive-Active Recodings

f{\‘ Prompt Thame Non-Theme
x Agent-Comment .
. (Admiral) ) » . e
: , -
Recipient-Topic
(Banit) k7] 72 EL)
" Aw. , (90) (80) ‘ (.86)
-

‘ Recoding to an active sentence was more probable ﬂwhen the prompt
waﬂ\tbe agent-comment than when it was the recipient-topic. The respec-
tive percentages are 91 and 76.~ This difference again reflects the encod-
ing llérategy of recor;ltructing the retrieved information by placing the
prompt in the subject position and adding on the predicate. Thus, a recod-
ing resulted more often when the prompt had been the second noun of the

original Sentence than when it had been the first noun.

A second and perhaps more interesting effect on recoding was pro-
duced by thematising the prompt. A thematized prompt, whether it had
been the first or second noun in the sentence, produced more recodings
from passive to active than did & n&nthematized prompt. Recoding occurred
90% of the time to a thematized prompt and 80% of the time to a nonthemat-

ized one immediately after reading. and this difference persisted after A
. "

) 2 . )
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\ .
hﬂtuur.. Our tentative explanation for this :e.ult is related to our ge'ne ral
cenceptualization of thematization and memory. in brief, it is assumed
that a thematized referent is the core of a memory reprrlet‘itatton con-
structed durxngThe reading or hearmg of a discourse, Other ¢lements

of this representation include all the predications made concerning the
referent and their mterrelatwnchap..( The informati;m of the target sen-
tence, or any sentence contumng the thematized referent, is auimilated
with the exuting representation. At recall, this theme-centered repre-
sentation is reflected in the tendency to put the thematlzed noun in the

subject position of an active sentence.’

Summary

The interactive relationship between one aléect of sentence struc-
ture and one aspect of discourse structure has been demonstrated in a
recall task. The effect of theme is to provide an orgariwation fogr memory.
A noun prompt has better access to this memory when it has been themat»
ized. Table 4 shows a summary of the effect of the various combinations

of sentence and discourse features investigated in this experiment. The

Table 4

Summary of Prompt Effectiveness by Noun Festurs

T

Probabitity of
Noun Feature Meening-Preserving R‘mll Noun Festurs
Agent 42 27 Rocld“:mt
Agent + Topic « 8 ’ 38 Recipiant + Topic
* Agent + Theme 50 39 Recipient™ Theme
Agent + Topic + Theme 50 A8 Recipiant + Topic + Theme
M
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oﬁcct- of thematization and topicalization appear to be additive ior noun

fected by whether it is an active or passive santence. Thu is quite con

for ;xample, with the fact that comprehending a puiive sentence is made
easier when'a percejitual event which the sentence describes has been

coded in terms of the semantic recipient (Ollbn & Filby, 1972),

The gemral interpretation is that passivization and thematwatxon
are both devices of discourse focus, Our results show that -pecial focus
is .added to a recipient noun by making it the topic noun of a untenco and
that even more focus is .ddad by thematizing it in the previous discourse.
The additive results of both of these features in combination, as can be”
seen from Table 4, is an increase of more than 75% in the retrieval power

of a recipient noun.

Experiment 2

The second experiment was'a direct attempt to determine whether
topicalization is affetted by thematization. There are empirical grounds
for expecting that the choice of passive or active voice is influenced by
conceptual variables. For example, Johnson-Laird (1968) found that people
preferyed to use the passive when the situation to be described drew atten-
tion to the logical object. The task in Johnson-Laird's research was
simply to describe the relation between two colored areas of different
sige on a piece of paper. The larger area tended to be topicalized. A
similar result was found by Tannebaum and Williams (1968) in a study in
which subjects had to produce active or pauive sentences to describe a |

situation. When the situation required focus on the logical object, the

active,
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time to produce a passive was not greater thaxl the time to produce an
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The spcufu effect of thematization is due to its hypothésxzed func-
tion of provuhng a focus for comprehension. The hypothesis is that themat-
ized elements v;ill be chosen as sentence topics more often than nonther‘flab
ized elements, There are othgr probable detetmin‘f':‘tl of topxcalxzation'.
some, like_thematization, having their effect through prior coding processes
in the passage and others far more localized. An example of a localized
effect would be the momentary foregrounding of an element through its
occurrence in the previous sentence or clause., An element st mentioned
may have some priority as a topic. An example of a more global variable
would be the title of a passage. Like thematization, the title of a passage
potentixlly provides a focus for conltrﬁcting an understanding of the pas-
sage. In:Experixﬁent 2, we attempted’to test the contribution of the more
global disgourse variable ofﬁ thematization and title while attempting to con-
trol the more localized variable of foregrounding. Experiment 2 tested the
effect of thematization on topicalization when the paxpages are untitled, and

in a replication, the same effect is tested when passages are read with titles.

Method o -

o N

The materials were the 16 passages used in Experiment 1, minus
the final target sentences. Since the subjects' task was to choose between
an active and a passive sentence to con}lude the passage, it was necessary
to control the occurrence of the two nodns in the immediately preceding
sentence so that the relation between thematization and topicalization could
be tested without excessive confounding] of thematization and momentary M
foregrounding. Of course, a complete hinconfounding is very difficult since,
if the hypothesis is correct, the form of the penultimate sentence is affected
by thematization also. Thus, which of ‘lhe two critical nouns occurred tirst
in the pepultinfxate sentence could not bejheld constant 1n the experimient,

but both references and both nouns did caccur.
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The Vtwo variabl?}w re thematization and title. The dependent meas-~
ure was the fo*ced-choice response of subjects indicating their preference
for an active or equivalent passive to conclude the p&uage. 1;‘01- example,
in the #dmizal-bandit case, subjects chose between The admiral captured
the bandit and The bandit was. captured by the admiral. In the untitl:d con-

dition!, 16 subjects read the passage that thematized admiral and 16 r‘eud

the passage that thematized bandit. The thematization variable was a
within-subjects variable, with each of the 32 subjects reading eight pas-
sages that thematized the agent-and eight passages that thematized the

recipient.

'. The title mahipulation was essentially a replication of the design just
described with 64 new subjects. Thus, 32 subjects read a passage titled
"The Bandit, " while 32 subjects read a passage titled ''The Admiral."
" Within each group of 32, 16 actually read the passage thematizing admiral
while 16 read the plllago%thematizin' bandu‘:. For any .lubjoct. half of the

titles were congruent with thematization and half were not.

For both the untitled passage experiment and the title replication,
four balanced orders of presentation were used and the 96 lule were
tested in large groups. Subjectswere instructed to read the passage and

to circle the sentence (active or passive) that best cbnclpdod the passage,

”~ 7

Results and Discussion /
I

‘ " _
%nddoring first the untitled experiment, Lvhﬂx provides the most
- P,
direct test of the hypothesized effect of thematization on tqpicalization,

there Wll‘l significantly groa‘ter prefercnce fur passives when the recipi-
ent had been thematized thin wh itho agent had been thematized. When
the agent of the final sentence had bpén'thematized by the passage, pas-

" sives were chosen 35% of the time as the.preferred form of the final sen-
tence. This.figure increased to 50% when the passage the;natized the
recipient, ¥(1,62)=8.21, p < .01,

o " /o

s
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That active choice 18 not exceeded by passive choicereven under
recipient thematization reflects the preferred status given to the active
voice a wade fange of conditions. One might argue that other factors are
more important in passivization and that passive choice should exceed
active choice, for instance, when n-xomcetary foregrounding of the recip-
jent occurs in the preceding clause. To test this possibility, we noted

for each passage whether the last noun in the clause preceding the final

sentence referred to the.agent or the recipient of the final sentence.

Overall there was no significant effect of the last noun variable.
When there was an agent theme, thete was a slight effect of the last noun
such thaﬁ when the last noun was an agent, the passive was chosen 31%
compared with 39% when the last noun had been a recipient. With a recip-
ient theme, there was a slight reversal with $3% passive when the last
noun was an a‘gent and '48J% when the last noun' was a recipient. \(hile statis -
icMachis of poasiblov intcractions was not appropriate, it appears that
topicalization was not ditectly reiated to momentary clause foregrounding,
The choice of a passive was overall approximatetly 43% whether the agent

or the recipient was the last noyn of the preceding clause.

Title Replication 1 .

I C

The repiication e*;poriment which added title as an orthogonal
i

variable to thematizatio

confirméd the results of the untitled experiment
for the effect of thematization on topicalization. Recipient themes pro-
duced 46. 5% passfve preference compared with 31, %% passive preference
for agent themes, F(1,63) = 1432 , p < .01. This 1% difference pa-rallﬂll
the result of the unﬁtled‘,‘exp@ruuen‘t. but the overall preference for the
pauwe was lower in the' ntlcd condition than in the untitled. It should be
noted that re ttaummt&: case refers to observing thc sarms result

with a new group of nub)octi. llnn;gggu}npt for the titles, thg materials

.

were identical for the two experiments.




) Jhe effe’ct of title was also significant ir; the replication as can * |
be seen in Table 5 which summarizes the results of Experiment 2. When
the title%jreierred to the agent, e.g., "The Admiral,' passive choice was
36.5%:; "ﬁlhe'n the title referred to the recipient, e.g., "The Bandit, * pas-
sive chc‘aice was 41.5%, F1,63)=3.99, p =.05. Thers was no interaction

N
between title and theme (F < 1). . -

.
, <
¢ ‘
. ‘e

. - "
" Tabe 8 i
Obeerved Probabiiity of Selecting Passive Sentence '
’ R
No Title . Agent Title Reoipiemt Tithe
/ Agent Therne : » 30 2
Recipient Theme - 50 43 ) 50
’
L]

" The last noun analysis was also qone on these data. As in the
untitled experiment, there was no gener;l“‘effect of wh&ther the last noun
of the preceding clause réferred td the agent or to the recipient of the final
-ent‘enc‘e. although choice of a passive when the last noun was an agent was
slightly greater {43. 4%) then when it wa; a recipient (39. 8%). However,
the 1mi.>ortapce of the last noun variable can be seen for specific combina-
~——tions of‘theme and title. Since an analysis of variance of these data is not
’ approptriate, the possible operation of momentary foregrounding can be

merely“‘ suggested by the following comparison. The highe'lt preference
(53. l%i for a passive occurred when the recipient was the theme and the

1 . -
title, but the last noun of the preceding clause referred to the agent. The

f | ~
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lowest preference {27.5%) for a passive occurred when the agent was’ the
therme and the ti«tle:. but the last noun of the preceding clause referred to

the recipient. This comparison 18 made only,with caution, because the
momentary ioreground‘ing variable is not separable from other character-
istics of the ﬁanultimate senterice which were quite variable from one pas-
sage to another. However, it does suggest a sort of complex balancing in
topicalization, An element which has discourse reasons for being togicali:ed
but has been momentarily "‘backgrounded'’ has a strong requirement t’o be
reasserted as the focus of the discourse. v

»

Overall ‘ucuuion

The result of Experiment 2 can be taken as u;pport for the idea that
sentence fopicalization is affected by variables that are remote from the
- o
sentence as well as more localized variables. Both the title of the passage

and its actual theme detcrmined the preference for passives, with themat-

ization producing a larger effect. By contrast, a discour, riable nearer

to the observed sentence, mgmentary foregrounding, apgjared to have no

simple effect, but only in inferaction with discourse variables. These

generalizations concerning/&:cauution are to be made with some ution,
c

" however. For one thing, actull production was nut observed in these experi-,

ments;: and for another. the momer;nry foregrounding variable was not
isolable from o.ther sentence variables. Also, we note again the need to
investigate topic control devices other than the pessive. Within the context
d:?roloped by these experime&l. we can suggest that topicalization is a

process that is highly dependent upon thematic discourse variables,

The first experiment is also consistent with this picture. The
prompt effectiveness of a noun was related to its thematization and topical-
ization, and there appeared, in fact, to be an additive effect ot these vari-

ables for a semantic recipient, but not for an’agent. Thesnatization and

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:
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topicalization serve twin dileguue functions. The first provides a stable

referential focus for new information while the second provides momentary

g
focus for information currently presented. Thus, a semantic recipient is
more focused when it has been thematized. It is still more focused when
it has been topicalizsed. And in light o}‘JExper.iment ¢, it selection as sen-
tence topic is increased by its thematization. Thus, momentary focus is
__ at least partly a function of stabilized focus.
. 4
’
.
‘, I
A
20
(D -
O ‘3 ‘1

ERIC

, P




’

References

Chafe, W, L., Discourse structure and human kgnowledge.“ InJ. B, Car-
roll and R. Freedle (Eds.), Language comprehension and the

acquisition of knowledge. Washington, D. C.: V. H. Winston
& Sons, 1972. . \

Halliday, M. A, K. Clause types and structural function, In J. Lyons
(Ed.), New horizons in linguistics. Baltimore, Maryland: Penguin
Books, 1970. * ‘

- ?

Hockett, C. F. A course in modern linguistics. Ne‘g York: MacMillan,
#958.

Johnson-Laird, R. N. The choice of the passive voice in a communicativo‘
task. British Journal of Psychology, 1968, 59, 7-15. Y

Lyons, J. Introdu,r:tion to theoretical linguistics, Cambridge: The Univer-
sity Press, 1969.

Olson, D., & Filby, N. On comprehensior of active and passive sentences.
Cognitive Psychology, 1972, 3, 3b1-381.
- *

Perfetti, C. A., & Goldman, S. R. Thematization and sentence retrieval.
Journal of Verbal Learning and Verbal Behavior, 1974, 13, 70-79.

Perfetti, C. A., & Tucker, S. Prompted reeall of sentences with recipro-
cal and converse propositions. Paper presented at the American
. Psychological Association, Montreal, August, 1973, .

Tannenbaum, P. H., & Williams, F, Generation of active and passive
sentences as a function of subject or object focus. Journal of
Verbal Learning and Verbal Behavior, 1968, 7, 246-250,

¥

Wright, P. Two studies of the depth hypothesis. British Journal of
‘ Psychology, 1969, 60, 63-69. .

] -

21

ERIC 25 ;

Aruitoxt provided by Eic: * -

©




